Pediatric drowning: a 20-year review of autopsied cases: II. Pathologic features.
The pathologic findings in autopsies of drowning victims are nonspecific and vary from case to case. However, most reported pathologic series of drowning cases exclude children and do not take into consideration the unique circumstances surrounding bathtub drownings. In addition, the effect of resuscitation on the autopsy findings has not been studied in children. A retrospective review of autopsy records of non-bathtub drownings from a 20-year period (1984-2003) was performed and 63 cases were identified in 45 males and 18 females (age range 9 months to 17 years). The incidence of frothy exudate, pleural effusion, and increased lung weight was 43%, 36%, and 80%, respectively. The incidence of frothy exudate and the combination of all 3 factors was significantly higher in cases with no resuscitation compared with those cases with attempted resuscitation with or without delayed death. As the interval between the drowning episode and autopsy increased, the incidence of frothy exudate decreased significantly. There was no relationship between these findings and the age and sex of the decedent. Other clinical conditions or occult pathologic findings that may have contributed to death were found in 8 cases (13%). The findings highlight the need for thorough clinicopathologic correlation in cases of drowning to accurately interpret the pathologic findings.